C ontemporary pharmacy practice is framed by the doctrine of pharmaceutical care. 1 As such, the activities associated with the "clinical domain" of the profession hold primacy over those of the distributive and administrative domains. 2 While the preeminence of the clinical domain may have been necessary during this epoch of pharmacy, the distributive and management domains of the profession will be featured in the next one-the transition to which the profession is currently in the throes of. The forces behind this transition are technological advances and health care economics.
Increasing drug utilization (which will continue into the foreseeable future) coupled with economic pressure is resulting in escalating demand for distribution efficiency. New technologies such as advanced drug distribution systems (eg, robotics) and sophisticated computer systems have resulted in the development of efficient, accurate, centralized, high-volume pharmacies.
These advances in drug distribution will make it possible for mail service pharmacies to give higher value and for retail pharmacies to gain efficiency from centralization. Point-of-care and Internet applications will also evolve, leading to greater efficiency and value. The operation of advanced drug distrib-ution centers, however, requires that the distributive domain of pharmacy extend its expertise to include advanced levels of mechanical engineering, information systems management, operations management, quality management, and regulatory law.
In recent years, many Americans have acquired prescription drug benefits, and current discussions about Medicare suggest that many more individuals may do so in the future. Because the cost of prescription drugs is increasing, providers of benefits must make decisions about how to limit coverage in a way that keeps it financially viable yet maintains the beneficiary's access to quality pharmaceuticals. These decisions can result in complex benefit policies and barriers to the access of drugs.
The administrative domain of the pharmacy profession is well positioned to help payers effect rational pharmaceutical resource allocation policies. The profession also has the opportunity to assist patients in the optimal use of their available benefits-a role anticipated by pharmaceutical care doctrine. 3 Thus, the next epoch in pharmacy will be defined in part by advanced distribution systems that will feature the importance and sophistication of the distributive domain of the profession. It will also be defined by the involvement of the administrative domain of pharmacy in determining rational drug allocation policy, which will be a crucial determinant of access to pharmaceuticals.
The next epoch in pharmacy might be accompanied by a new ethos, or set of guiding beliefs, as well. The current domination by the clinical domain of the profession has produced an undercurrent of chauvinism. The growing importance of the distributive and administrative domains, however, may result in a pharmacy ethos characterized by an understanding of the vital contributions of all the domains.
Suggesting that pharmacy may be nearing a new epoch and ethos may be overstating the coming transition, but the changes will undoubtedly be significant. And although the transitional period may be difficult, expanded roles for pharmacists working in the distributive and administrative domains will have important, positive effects on public health.
-J. Russell Teagarden, MA, RPh Vice President Clinical Practices and Therapeutics Merck-Medco Managed Care, L.L.C. 100 Summit Avenue Montvale, NJ 07645
